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GARBAGE COLLECTION OF CHUNKS

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is related to U.S. patent application Ser.
No. 13/358,742, filed Jan. 26, 2012, and to U.S. patent appli-
cation Ser. No. 13/622,026, filed Sep. 18, 2012. The entire
contents of both of which are hereby incorporated by refer-
ence as if fully set forth herein.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to replication and, more spe-
cifically, to techniques for efficiently performing garbage
collection in a chunk store.

BACKGROUND

Information that is used to access a stored digital item is
referred to herein as the “access key” of the stored item. In
typical file systems, stored items are retrieved based on (a) the
location at which the items are stored, and (b) a name or
identifier of the items. For example, if a file named “foo.txt”
is located in a directory named “c:\myfiles\text”, then appli-
cations may use the pathname “c:\myfiles\text\foo.txt” as the
access key to retrieve the file from the file system. Because
conventional access keys are based on the location of the
items being retrieved, the access keys change when the items
are moved. In addition, each copy of an item has a different
access key, because each copy is stored at a different location.

In contrast to conventional file systems, Content Address-
able Storage (CAS) systems allow applications to retrieve
items from storage based on a hash value that is generated
from the content of the items. Because CAS systems perform
storage-related operations on items based on the hash values
generated for the items, and the hash values are based on the
content of the items rather than where the items are stored, the
applications that request the operations may do so without
knowing the number or location of the stored copies of the
items. For example, a CAS system may store multiple copies
of an item X at locations A, B and C. An application that
desires to retrieve item X would do so by sending to the CAS
system a hash value that is based on the contents of item X.
Based on that hash value, the CAS system would provide to
the application a copy of item X retrieved from one of the
locations A, B, and C. Thus, the application would obtain item
X without knowing where item X was actually stored, how
many copies of item X existed, or the specific location from
which the retrieved copy was actually obtained.

Storing a digital item, such as a file or a message, often
involves making a call to a “chunk storage system” or “chunk
store”. A chunk storage system is a storage system that per-
forms storage operations without understanding the format or
content of the digital information itself. Such storage systems
are referred to as chuck storage systems or chunk stores
because the systems treat all forms of digital items as if those
items were merely opaque chunks of data. For example, the
same chunk storage system may be used by word processing
applications, image management applications, and calendar-
ing systems to respectively store documents, images and
appointments. However, from the perspective of the chunk
storage system, only one type of item is being stored: opaque
chunks of digital information.

Chunk storage systems may be implemented as CAS sys-
tems. For example, a chunk storage system may generate a
hash value for a chunk by applying a cryptographic hash
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function (e.g. MDS, SHA-1 or SHA2) to the chunk. The
chunk store may then store the chunk, and maintain an index
that associates the hash value with the location at which the
chunk is stored. When an application subsequently requests
retrieval of the chunk, the application provides the hash value
to the chunk storage system. The chunk storage system uses
the index to locate the chunk associated with the hash value,
and provides the chunk thus located to the requesting appli-
cation.

Chunks may be used to represent a file system hierarchy,
where some chunks correspond to folders/directories of the
file system hierarchy, and other chunks correspond to files
that are stored in those folders/directories. FIG. 1 illustrates
such a hierarchy. The hierarchical relationship illustrated in
FIG. 1 has two non-overlapping trees, one of which is rooted
at chunk 104, and the other of which is rooted at chunk 106.
However, it is also possible for any given chunk or sub-tree of
chunks to belong to multiple trees within the hierarchy. A
hierarchical arrangement in which any given node (e.g.
chunk) may belong to multiple trees is referred to as a Direct
Acyclic Graph (“DAG”). The techniques described herein are
equally applicable to chunk stores that represent DAG hier-
archies as chunk stores that represent non-overlapping tree
hierarchies.

Referring to FIG. 1, it illustrates a file system hierarchy
implemented by chunks. In FIG. 1, the chunks are arranged in
a manner that reflects the hierarchical relationship between
the files represented by the chunks. For example, in the hier-
archy, a file B resides in the directory “PPTS” which is a child
of the directory “DOCS”, which in turn is a child of the
directory “JACK”, which is the root directory for Jack’s
account. Consequently, the chunk 122 that corresponds to
File B is shown as a child of chunk 116 that corresponds to
directory “PPTS”. Similarly, chunk 116 is shown as a child of
chunk 114 that corresponds to directory “DOCS”, chuck 114
is shown as a child of chunk 104 that corresponds to root
directory “JACK”.

While the arrangement of chunks in FIG. 1 reflects the
hierarchical relationship between the files to which the
chunks correspond, the actual arrangement of the chunks
within a chunk store may have no relationship to that hierar-
chy. For example, the chunks may be randomly distributed
across several storage devices. Thus, the arrangement illus-
trated in FIG. 1 is merely to facilitate understanding of the
techniques described herein.

When a file system hierarchy is implemented using a chunk
store, the addition or modification of a single file may neces-
sitate changes to every file that is above that file in the hier-
archy. Specifically, because the files are implemented by
chunks that are addressed based on content, the modification
of'the single file causes creation of new chunks for every file
that is above the file in the hierarchy.

For example, assume that a user updates file B, represented
by chunk 122. Because the update to file B changes the
content of the chunk, and chunks are addressed based on
content, the new chunk is not simply stored over the chunk
122 that had the prior version of file B. Rather, the modified
version of file B constitutes a new chunk, which is stored
separate from chunk 122.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram that illustrates the new chunks
that are produced in response to the update to file B. Referring
to FIG. 2, the new version of file B is stored in chunk 222.
Because File B is stored in a new chunk, the chunk 116 that
corresponds to the directory “PPTS” in which File B resides
must also be updated to point to the new chunk 222 for File B.
The updated file for the directory “PPTS” is stored as chunk
216. Similarly, the chunk 114 that corresponds to the direc-
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tory “DOCS” that is the parent of “PPTS” must also be
updated to point to the new chunk for the “PPTS” directory.
The updated file for “DOCS” is stored as chunk 214. For
similar reasons, a new chunk 204 is stored for the root direc-
tory “JACK” that is the parent of “DOCS”.

As a consequence of the update to file B, several chunks
have become “stale”. A stale chunk is a chunk whose data no
longer reflects the current state of the file system. In the
example given above, the update to file B causes chunks 104,
114, 116 and 122 to become stale. The more updates that are
performed, the more chunks become stale.

When a chunk store is used to implement a hierarchical file
system, a name store may be used to maintain an association
between each file name and the hash of the chunk that cur-
rently represents the file. For example, prior to the update to
file B, the name store would include the following associa-
tions:

“JACK”=>hash of chunk 104

“DOCS”=>hash of chunk 114

“PPTS”=>hash of chunk 116

“FILE B”=>hash of chunk 122

After the update to file B, the name store would include the
following associations:

“JACK”=>hash of chunk 204

“DOCS”=>hash of chunk 214

“PPTS”=>hash of chunk 216

“FILE B”=>hash of chunk 222

Because the name store only points to the chunks that
correspond to the most recent versions of files, some stale
chunks may become unused. The process of identifying
which chunks are stale, and then recovering the space those
stale chunks occupy so that it may be reused, is referred to as
garbage collection (GC). Given the rate at which stale chunks
may proliferate when a chunk store is used as a file system, it
is critical that the garbage collection process used by the
chunk store be fast and efficient.

The approaches described in this section are approaches
that could be pursued, but not necessarily approaches that
have been previously conceived or pursued. Therefore, unless
otherwise indicated, it should not be assumed that any of the
approaches described in this section qualify as prior art
merely by virtue of their inclusion in this section.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

In the drawings:

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating chunks that imple-
ment a hierarchical file system;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating chunks created in
response to an update to a file;

FIG. 3 is a flowchart illustrating steps for performing gar-
bage collection, according to an embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating steps for performing gar-
bage collection using a snapshot of a name store, according to
an embodiment;

FIG. 5 is a flowchart illustrating steps for pro-actively
performing a touch-traversal operation, according to an
embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating steps for using a last-
touched timestamp cache to reduce work during the trace
phase of garbage collection, according to an embodiment;

FIG. 7 is a flowchart illustrating steps for using a last-
touched timestamp cache, according to an alternative
embodiment; and
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FIG. 8 is a block diagram of a computer system that may be
used to implement embodiments of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In the following description, for the purposes of explana-
tion, numerous specific details are set forth in order to provide
a thorough understanding of the present invention. It will be
apparent, however, that the present invention may be prac-
ticed without these specific details. In other instances, well-
known structures and devices are shown in block diagram
form in order to avoid unnecessarily obscuring the present
invention.

GENERAL OVERVIEW

Various techniques are provided for performing garbage
collection in a chunk store that is being used to implement a
hierarchical file system. In general, the techniques involve a
“trace” phase in which all chunks that correspond to current
versions of files (the “current chunks™) are marked, and then
a “sweep” phase in which all chunks that were not marked
during the trace phase (the “stale chunks”) are reclaimed.

In one embodiment, marking the current chunks involves
performing “touch” operations on the chunks, which results
in establishing new “last-touch timestamps” for each touched
chunk. In such an embodiment, the sweep phase involves
reclaiming all chunks that have last-touch timestamps that
reflect a time that is before the marking operation began.

Various techniques are also described for avoiding the need
to halt operations on the file system while the trace phase is
being performed. In addition, techniques are provided for
avoiding the need to mark all current chunks in each trace
phase. By reducing the number of chunks that need to be
marked in each trace phase, garbage collection may be per-
formed significantly faster than where all current chunks
must be marked in every trace phase.

Simple Approach to Garbage Collection

FIG. 3 is a flowchart that illustrates a simple approach to
garbage collection in a chunk store that is used to implement
a hierarchical file system. Referring to FIG. 3, at step 300, a
date “D” in the past is selected. The date “D” is the standard
by which the staleness of chunks is determined. Specifically,
chunks that have not been used/touched subsequent to the
selected date D are considered to be “stale”, and therefore
subject to reclamation during the garbage collection opera-
tion. In step 302, the trace phase is performed. Specifically,
each current chunk is touched by recursively traversing the
tree formed by the file hierarchy.

For example, assume that the current state of the chunk
store is as illustrated in FIG. 2. The chunk that corresponds to
the current version of the root node is chunk 202. By recur-
sively traversing the tree that corresponds to Jack’s account,
starting with chunk 202, each current chunk in that tree will
eventually be visited and no stale chunks will be visited. As
each current chunk is visited during the recursive touch-
traversal operation, the chunk is “touched”, thereby establish-
ing a last-touch timestamp for the chunk that is greater than D.

The same touch-traversal operation may be repeated for
each such distinct tree in the hierarchical file system. For
example, starting with chunk 106, a touch-traversal operation
may be performed to touch all current chunks that correspond
to Mary’s account.

In the specific hierarchy illustrated in FIG. 2, a depth-first
touch-traversal operation of Jack’s tree may proceed as fol-
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lows: chunk 204 (the root node for Jack’s account), chunk 112
(the first child of chunk 204), chunk 120 (the first child of
chunk 212), chunk 214 (the second child of chunk 204),
chunk 216 (the first child of chunk 214), chunk 222 (the first
child of chunk 216), chunk 118 (the second child of chunk
214), chunk 124 (the first child of chunk 118), chunk 126 (the
second child of chunk 118), chunk 128 (the third child of
chunk 204), chunk 130 (the first child of chunk 128).

Touch-traversal operation of the chunks that correspond to
Mary’s account would proceed in a similar manner, begin-
ning with the root node (chunk 106) of the tree that corre-
sponds to Mary’s account. While FIGS. 1 and 2 illustrate a file
system hierarchy in which there are only two user accounts
(and therefore only two corresponding root nodes), the actual
number of root nodes in a file system hierarchy will vary from
situation to situation, and may become arbitrarily high.

Significantly, the chunks that had become stale due to the
update to file B (i.e. chunks 104, 114, 116 and 118) are not
visited during the recursive touch-traversal operation because
none of those chunks belong to the tree of any current node.
Consequently, the last-touch timestamp for each of those
nodes will not have been updated during the trace phase, and
will therefore be less than D.

When the trace phase has ended and all current chunks
have been touched, the sweep phase may begin. Specifically,
at step 304, all chunks with a last-touch timestamp less than D
are reclaimed. In the present example, step 304 would involve
reclaiming chunks 104, 114, 116 and 118.

Drawbacks of the Simple Approach

Unfortunately, there are several drawbacks to the simple
approach illustrated in FIG. 3. For example, updates to the file
system must be halted when enumerating the roots that must
be traversed. The need to halt updates during the root enu-
meration is illustrated by the following scenario.

Assume that, at the start of the trace phase, the root file
“Joe” corresponds to a chunk A, and the root file “Mary”
corresponds to a chunk B. During the trace phase, the chunk
A is “touched” because it is the current chunk for “Joe”.
However, after chunk A is touched, because updates have not
been halted, “Joe” may be updated to correspond to chunk B,
while “Mary” is updated to correspond to a new chunk C.
After Mary has been updated, the tree associated with “Mary”
may be traversed, thereby touching chunk C. At the end of the
trace phase, chunk A has been marked even though it is no
longer a current chunk, and chunk B has not been marked
even though chunk B is the current chunk for Joe.

To avoid situations, such as the one described above, where
current chunks are missed during the trace phase, updates to
the system may be halted during the process of enumerating
the roots that must be traversed. In some situations, such as
that illustrated in FIGS. 1 and 2 where there are very few
roots, halting the system during root enumeration would not
resultintoo significant of a performance penalty. However, as
mentioned above, in many situations there may be a very high
number of roots. Consequently, enumerating all the roots
recursively may take a very long time, and halting the system
for the duration of the root enumeration may significantly
degrade performance.

Note that, even in the simple approach illustrated in FIG. 3,
the sweeping phase is fast because the “sweep” order may be
sent in parallel to all machines thathold chunks. For example,
if the chunks are spread across ten computer systems, each of
which have five storage devices, the sweep may be performed
across all fifty storage devices in parallel. In addition, sweep
operations are fault tolerant in that, if the sweep operation is
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6

aborted in any of the machines, the only consequence is that
some otherwise stale chunks are not reclaimed. Any such
stale chunks will simply be reclaimed in a subsequent gar-
bage collection operation.

Using Snapshots to Avoid System Halt

According to one embodiment, “snapshots” are used to
avoid the need to halt the system during root enumeration.
Specifically, from time to time, a snapshot is taken of the
name store. Each snapshot of the name store records the state
of the name store as of the particular point in time the snap-
shot is taken. For example, consider the name store associated
with the chunks illustrated in FIGS. 1 and 2. A snapshot SS1
of'that name store taken at a time T1 before file B is updated
would include the following:

“JACK”=>hash of chunk 104

“DOCS”=>hash of chunk 114

“PPTS”=>hash of chunk 116

“FILE B”=>hash of chunk 122

On the other hand, a snapshot SS2 of that name store taken
attime T2 after the update to file B would include the follow-
ing:

“JACK”=>hash of chunk 204

“DOCS”=>hash of chunk 214

“PPTS”=>hash of chunk 216

“FILE B”=>hash of chunk 222

For the purpose of performing the trace phase of a garbage
collection operation, the snapshot need only include those
name store entries that correspond to root chunks. In the
hierarchical file system illustrated in FIG. 2, there are only
two root directories (i.e. “JACK” and “MARY”). Conse-
quently, for the purpose of performing the trace phase, the
snapshot SS1 need only contain the two entries:

“JACK”=>hash of chunk 104

“MARY”=>hash of chunk 106

Similarly, the snapshot SS2 need only contain the two
entries:

“JACK”=>hash of chunk 204

“MARY”=>hash of chunk 106

Using snapshots, the trace phase of the garbage collection
may be modified such that roots are enumerated based on a
snapshot, rather than on the current state of the name store.
Specifically, to garbage collect chunks that are stale as of a
particular time D, a snapshot is chosen whose snapshot time
is more recent than D. Using that snapshot, the chunks that
were “current” as of the snapshot are touched by initiating
recursive touch-traversal operations at the root chunks indi-
cated in the snapshot. For example, if snapshot SS1 is
selected, then recursive touch-traversal operations start at
chunks 104 and 106. On the other hand, if snapshot SS2 is
selected, then recursive touch-traversal operations start at
chunks 204 and 106.

Because the recursive touch-traversal operations of the
trace phase are performed based on a snapshot, the system
may freely evolve during the trace phase of the garbage col-
lection operation. That is, updates to the system need not be
halted during the recursive touch-traversal operations that are
performed to “touch” the current chunks.

Because the snapshot time of the snapshot that is used to
perform the touch-traversal operations is after D, it is guar-
anteed that no current chunks will be reclaimed during the
sweep phase. Specifically, all current chunks will either have
been (a) touched after D during the touch-traversal operations
that were based on the snapshot, or (b) stored/touched after
the time associated with the snapshot. Because the sweep
reclaims only those chunks whose last-touched time is less
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than D, and D is before the time associated with the snapshot,
no current chunk will be reclaimed.

FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating the steps of performing
garbage collection using a snapshot of the name store to avoid
halting the system during the trace phase. Referring to FIG. 4,
at step 400, a date (D) in the past is selected. Because the
recursive touch-traversal operation is to be performed based
on a snapshot, D must be older than the most recent snapshot.

At step 402, a snapshot of the name store is selected whose
snapshot time is more recent than D. For the purpose of
illustration, it shall be assumed that, in step 400, a time T1 is
selected to be D, and that, in step 402, a snapshot associated
with time T2 is selected, wherein T2 is more recent than T1.

At step 404, each chunk that was current as of the snapshot
time (T2) is touched by recursively traversing the file hierar-
chy tree beginning at each of the roots indicated in the
selected snapshot.

At step 408, the sweep phase is performed by reclaiming
chunks whose last-touched timestamp is less than T1.

Last-Touched Timestamps within Each Sub-Tree

As mentioned above, the touch-traversal operation of each
tree within the hierarchical directory proceeds from the chunk
that is the root of the tree. In one embodiment, the traversal
proceeds down the tree, such that parent chunks are always
touched before their child chunks. Consequently, when the
touch-traversal operation of any sub-tree is completed, it is
guaranteed that the last-touched timestamp of all chunks that
reside below the root of the sub-tree will have last-touched
timestamps that are at least as recent as the last-touched
timestamp of that root. More specifically, when the touch-
traversal operation of any sub-tree is complete, if chunk X
resides below chunk Y in the sub-tree, then the last-touched
timestamp of chunk X>=the last-touched timestamp of chunk
Y.

For example, once the sub-tree that is rooted at chunk 104
in FIG. 1 has been completely traversed, every chunk below
chunk 104 (i.e. chunks 112,120,114,116, 122,118,124, 126,
128 and 130), will have a last-touched timestamp that is at
least as recent as the last-touched timestamp of chunk 104.
Similarly, every chunk below chunk 112 (i.e. chunk 120) will
have a last-touched timestamp that is at least as recent as the
last-touched timestamp of chunk 112. This same relationship
is true for all sub-trees within the file hierarchy.

As shall be described in greater detail below, this relation-
ship between last-touched timestamps of chunks in a sub-tree
may be used to further improve performance of garbage col-
lection operations.

Cache of Sub-Tree-Timestamps

Even when name store snapshots are used to avoid halting
the system during the trace phase, the trace phase may nega-
tively impact performance simply due to the amount of work
that must be performed to recursively traverse arbitrarily
large file system hierarchies. Therefore, according to one
embodiment, a cache of sub-tree-timestamps (STT cache) is
maintained in order to reduce the number of chunks that are
traversed during the trace phase.

According to one embodiment, each entry inthe STT cache
has the form (hash, sub-tree-timestamp). The hash in an STT
cache entry indicates a chunk that is the root of a sub-tree. The
sub-tree-timestamp in an STT cache entry indicates a time
that is known to pre-date the last touch date of all the chunks
accessible from that sub-tree. For example if D is a chunk
denoting a directory that references a file chunk F, and if the
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last touched date for D is 3:33 PM and for F is 2:22 PM, then
the sub-tree-timestamp in the STT cache for D can be 2:00
PM or 2:22 PM, but no time that is after 2:22 PM. After the
entire sub-tree that is rooted in a chunk is traversed and
touched, an entry for the chunk is stored inthe STT cache. The
entry identifies the chunk (e.g. by the hash value of the
chunk), and specifies a sub-tree-timestamp for the sub-tree
that is rooted in the chunk.

As explained above, because the touch-traversal operation
of'the sub-tree was completed, the other chunks that belong to
the sub-tree that is rooted in that chunk will have last-touched
timestamps that are at least as recent as the last-touched
timestamp indicated in that STT cache entry for that chunk.
For example, if the STT cache entry is (hash of chunk 104,
T1), then it is guaranteed that every chunk below chunk 104
(i.e. chunks 112, 120, 114, 116, 122, 118, 124, 126, 128 and
130), will have a last-touched timestamp that is at least as
recent as time T1. Consequently, in one embodiment, the
sub-tree-timestamp that is stored in the STT cache for a
sub-tree is the last-touched timestamp that was assigned,
during a touch-traversal operation, to the chunk that is the root
of'the sub-tree at the completion of the touch-traversal opera-
tion of the sub-tree.

The process of populating the STT cache is illustrated in
FIG. 5. Referring to FIG. 5, at step 500, a snapshot of the
name store is used to find a chunk that serves as the root of a
tree in the hierarchy. For example, the snapshot may indicate
that Jack’s file hierarchy is rooted at chunk 104, illustrated in
FIG. 1. After a root chunk is identified, control passes to step
502 and the chunk is touched. After the chunk is touched, at
step 504 a determination is made as to whether the chunk has
any untouched children. If the chunk has any untouched chil-
dren, then at step 506 the touch-traversal operation proceeds
to one of the untouched children.

Steps 502, 504 and 506 form a loop that is repeated, tra-
versing down the tree, until the touch-traversal operation
arrives at a chunk that has no children. At that point, control
passes from step 504 to step 508. At step 508, it is determined
whether the current chunk is a leaf-node (i.e. has no children).
If the current chunk is a leaf node, then control proceeds to
step 512. On the other hand, if the current chunk is not a leaf
node, then the chunk is the root of a sub-tree whose traversal
has just been completed. Consequently, at step 510 a STT
cache entry is stored for that chunk. As mentioned above, the
STT cache entry will identify the chunk (e.g. by the chunk’s
hash), and indicate a sub-tree-timestamp for the sub-tree that
is rooted in the chunk.

Afterthe STT cache entry for a chunk is stored in step 510,
control proceeds to step 512. At step 512, it is determined
whether the current chunk is the root chunk of an entire
directory tree (i.e. a chunk that has no parent). If the chunk is
not a root chunk, then at step 514 the touch-traversal opera-
tion proceeds up the tree to the current chunk’s parent. On the
other hand, if the current chunk is a root chunk, then control
proceeds to step 500 and a new root is selected using the
snapshot. This process continues until touch-traversal opera-
tions have been completed for all root chunks.

When, at step 514, the touch-traversal operation proceeds
to the current chunk’s parent, control passes to step 504 where
it is determined whether the current chunk has any untouched
children. Again, the loop defined by steps 502, 504 and 506 is
repeated to traverse down the sub-tree while touching each
chunk along the way. Thus, touch-traversal operation below
any given chunk stops when either (a) the chunk has no
children, or (b) all chunks below the chunk have been
touched. At that point, the STT cache entry for the chunk is
added to the STT cache if the chunk is not a leaf node.
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In the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 5, STT cache entries
are only added for chunks that correspond to non-leaf nodes.
However, in alternative embodiments, STT cache entries may
be added for all chunks, only for the root chunks, or only for
chunks that correspond to directories. Restricting the STT
cache to only root chunks, to only non-leaf chunks, or to only
directory chunks, significantly decreases the size of the STT
cache, thereby improving performance. In addition, entries
within the STT cache may be discarded when the STT cache
grows too big. When selecting which cache entries to discard,
one factor may be the size of the sub-trees that correspond to
the entries. For example, all else being equal, the entry that
corresponds to a small sub-tree may be discarded before an
entry the corresponds to a large sub-tree. It should be noted
that using the STT cache to effectively skip the touch-tra-
versal of some sub-trees during the trace phase of a garbage
collection operation produces correct results whether the
hierarchy in question is a set of non-overlapping trees, or a
DAG in which some chunks and sub-trees belong to multiple
trees.

Pro-Active Touch-Traversal Operations

Rather than performing the touch-traversal operation illus-
trated in FIG. 5 as part of a garbage collection operation,
touch-traversal operations may be performed pro-actively so
that, when the time comes to perform a garbage collection
operation, the work involved in trace phase of the garbage
collection operation is significantly reduced.

For example, a pro-active touch-traversal operation, such
as the one illustrated in FIG. 5, may be performed on a daily
orhourly basis, while garbage collection itself may take place
at a much lower frequency. Instead of or in addition to per-
forming pro-active touch-traversal operations at set intervals,
touch-traversal operations may be triggered by system con-
ditions. For example, when usage of a particular tree of the file
system falls below a certain threshold, a pro-active touch-
traversal operation may automatically be performed on that
tree if the last-touched time of the tree’s root is older than a
certain threshold.

Due to pro-active performance of touch-traversal opera-
tions, the entries in the STT cache will generally have more
recent sub-tree-timestamps than they would have in the
absence of pro-active touch-traversal operations. As shall be
explained in greater detail below, the more recent the sub-
tree-timestamps in the STT cache entries, the more likely the
sub-trees that correspond to the cache entries may be skipped
during the trace phase of a garbage collection operation. The
more sub-trees that are skipped during the trace phase, the
less work required by the trace phase, and the faster the
garbage collection can be performed.

Using the STT Cache to Reduce Work During
Garbage Collection

As mentioned above, the STT cache may be used to sig-
nificantly reduce the work performed during the trace phase
of a garbage collection operation. Specifically, during the
trace phase of a garbage collection operation, before travers-
ing below a directory chunk, the STT cache is checked to see
if the STT cache contains an entry for the chunk. If the STT
cache contains an entry for the chunk, and the entry indicates
a sub-tree-timestamp that is more recent than the time (D) that
is being used by the garbage collection operation to determine
what qualifies as “stale”, then no touch-traversal operation is
made of any chunks that reside below that chunk.
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FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating the trace phase of a gar-
bage collection operation, according to one embodiment.
Referring to FIG. 6, at step 600, a snapshot is used to find a
chunk that serves as the root of a tree in the hierarchy. For
example, the snapshot may indicate that Jack’s file hierarchy
is rooted at chunk 104, illustrated in FIG. 1. After aroot chunk
is identified, control passes to step 620 where the STT cache
is checked for an entry for the current chunk (i.e. chunk 104).
If there is no entry, then control passes to step 602. If there is
an entry, but the sub-tree-timestamp in the entry is before D,
then control also passes to step 602.

For the purpose of discussion, it shall be assumed that the
STT cache has no entry for chunk 104. Therefore, control
passes to step 602. At step 602, the chunk is touched. Afterthe
chunk is touched, at step 604 a determination is made as to
whether the chunk has any untouched children. If the chunk
has any untouched children, then at step 606 the touch-tra-
versal operation proceeds to one of the untouched children.

In the present example, the touch-traversal operation has
not yet touched any of the children of chunk 104. Therefore,
at step 606, the touch-traversal operation may proceed to
chunk 112. After traversing to a child, control proceeds back
to step 620.

At step 620, the STT cache is checked for an entry for the
current chunk (i.e. chunk 112). If there is no entry, then
control passes to step 602. If there is an entry, but the sub-
tree-timestamp in the entry is before D, then control also
passes to step 602.

For the purpose of discussion, it shall be assumed that the
STT cache has an entry for chunk 112, and that the entry has
a sub-tree-timestamp that is more recent than N. That means
that chunk 112, and all chunks that reside below chunk 112 in
the hierarchy, have last-touched timestamps that are more
recent than N. Consequently, those chunks will be skipped in
the sweep phase even if not re-touched during the current
trace phase. Because those chunks are already “safe” from
being reclaimed, no further touch-traversal operation of that
sub-tree is performed, and control passes to step 612.

At step 612, it is determined whether the current chunk is
the root chunk (i.e. a chunk that has no parent). If the chunk is
not the root chunk, then at step 614 the touch-traversal opera-
tion proceeds up the tree to the current chunk’s parent. On the
other hand, if the current chunk is the root chunk, then control
proceeds to step 600 and a new root is selected using the name
store.

In the present example, the current chunk (chunk 112) is
not the root chunk, so control proceeds to step 614 where the
touch-traversal operation returns back to chunk 104. Control
then proceeds to step 604. At step 604 a determination is made
as to whether the current chunk (i.e. chunk 104) has any
untouched children. If the chunk has any untouched children,
then at step 606 the touch-traversal operation proceeds to one
of the untouched children.

In the present example, the touch-traversal operation has
visited chunk 112, but has not visited the other children
(chunks 114 and 128) of chunk 104. Therefore, at step 606,
the touch-traversal operation may proceed to chunk 114.
After traversing to a child, control proceeds back to step 620.

At step 620, the STT cache is checked for an entry for the
current chunk (i.e. chunk 114). If there is no entry, then
control passes to step 602. If there is an entry, but the sub-
tree-timestamp in the entry is before D, then control also
passes to step 602.

For the purpose of discussion, it shall be assumed that the
STT cache has an entry for chunk 114, and that the entry has
a sub-tree-timestamp that is more recent than N. That means
that chunk 114, and all chunks that reside below chunk 114 in
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the hierarchy, have last-touched timestamps that are more
recent than N. Consequently, those chunks will be skipped in
the sweep phase even if not re-touched during the current
trace phase. Because those chunks are already “safe” from
being reclaimed, no further touch-traversal operation of that
sub-tree is performed, and control passes to step 612.

At step 612, it is determined whether the current chunk is
the root chunk (i.e. a chunk that has no parent). If the chunk is
not the root chunk, then at step 614 the touch-traversal opera-
tion proceeds up the tree to the current chunk’s parent. On the
otherhand, if the current chunk is the root chunk, then control
proceeds to step 600 and a new root is selected using the name
store.

In the present example, the current chunk (chunk 114) is
not the root chunk, so control proceeds to step 614 where the
touch-traversal operation returns back to chunk 104. Control
then proceeds to step 604. At step 604, a determination is
made as to whether the current chunk (i.e. chunk 104) has any
untouched children. If the chunk has any untouched children,
then at step 606 the touch-traversal operation proceeds to one
of the untouched children.

In the present example, the touch-traversal operation has
visited chunks 112, and 114, but has not visited chunk 128.
Therefore, at step 606, the touch-traversal operation may
proceed to chunk 128. After traversing to a child, control
proceeds back to step 620.

At step 620, the STT cache is checked for an entry for the
current chunk (i.e. chunk 128). If there is no entry, then
control passes to step 602. If there is an entry, but the sub-
tree-timestamp in the entry is before D, then control also
passes to step 602.

For the purpose of discussion, it shall be assumed that the
STT cache has no entry for chunk 128. Therefore, control
passes to step 602. At step 602, chunk 128 is touched. After
the chunk is touched, at step 604, a determination is made as
to whether the chunk has any untouched children. Ifthe chunk
has any untouched children, then at step 606 the touch-tra-
versal operation proceeds to one of the untouched children.

In the present example, the touch-traversal operation has
not yet touched chunk 130, the one child of chunk 128.
Therefore, at step 606, the touch-traversal operation may
proceed to chunk 130. After traversing to a child, control
proceeds back to step 620.

At step 620, the STT cache is checked for an entry for the
current chunk (i.e. chunk 130). If there is no entry, then
control passes to step 602. If there is an entry, but the sub-
tree-timestamp in the entry is before D, then control also
passes to step 602.

For the purpose of discussion, it shall be assumed that the
STT cache has no entry for chunk 130. Therefore, control
passes to step 602. At step 602, chunk 130 is touched. After
the chunk is touched, at step 604, a determination is made as
to whether the chunk has any untouched children. Ifthe chunk
has any untouched children, then at step 606 the touch-tra-
versal operation proceeds to one of the untouched children.

In the present example, chunk 130 has no children, there-
fore, control proceeds to step 612. At step 612, it is deter-
mined whether the current chunk is the root chunk (i.e. a
chunk that has no parent). If the chunk is not the root chunk,
then at step 614 the touch-traversal operation proceeds up the
tree to the current chunk’s parent. On the other hand, if the
current chunk is the root chunk, then control proceeds to step
600 and a new root is selected using the name store.

In the present example, the current chunk (chunk 130) is
not the root chunk, so control proceeds to step 614 where the
touch-traversal operation returns back to chunk 128. Control
then proceeds to step 604. At step 604 a determination is made
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as to whether the current chunk (i.e. chunk 128) has any
untouched children. If the chunk has any untouched children,
then at step 606 the touch-traversal operation proceeds to one
of the untouched children.

In the present example, the touch-traversal operation has
visited all children of chunk 128. Therefore, control proceeds
to step 612. At step 612, it is determined whether the current
chunk is the root chunk (i.e. a chunk that has no parent). If the
chunk is not the root chunk, then at step 614 the touch-
traversal operation proceeds up the tree to the current chunk’s
parent. On the other hand, if the current chunk is the root
chunk, then control proceeds to step 600 and a new root is
selected using the snapshot.

In the present example, the current chunk (chunk 128) is
not the root chunk, so control proceeds to step 614 where the
touch-traversal operation returns back to chunk 104. Control
then proceeds to step 604. At step 604 a determination is made
as to whether the current chunk (i.e. chunk 128) has any
untouched children. If the chunk has any untouched children,
then at step 606 the touch-traversal operation proceeds to one
of the untouched children.

In the present example, the touch-traversal operation has
visited all children of chunk 104. Therefore, control proceeds
to step 612. At step 612, it is determined whether the current
chunk is the root chunk (i.e. a chunk that has no parent). If the
chunk is not the root chunk, then at step 614 the touch-
traversal operation proceeds up the tree to the current chunk’s
parent. On the other hand, if the current chunk is the root
chunk, then control proceeds to step 600 and a new root is
selected using the name store.

In the present example, the current chunk (chunk 104) is
the root chunk, so control passes to step 600 where a new root
is selected. The next root selected may be, for example, chunk
106 which serves as the root of the tree associated with
Mary’s files. This tree is traversed in the same manner as
Jack’s tree, as described above.

As is illustrated by the example just given, the work
involved in the trace phase of a garbage collection process
may be significantly decreased by use of the STT cache.
Specifically, rather than having to traverse the entire tree
rooted at chunk 104 to touch eleven chunks, only three chunks
(chunks 104, 128 and 130) had to be touched. The STT cache
was used to determine that the remaining eight chunks had
last-touched times that were recent enough to survive a gar-
bage collection operation that is based on time D, and there-
fore did not have to be visited or touched during the trace
phase of the garbage collection operation.

Alternative Approaches for the Trace Phase

In the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 6, the STT cache is
checked before traversing down any chunk. However, in alter-
native embodiments, the STT cache may be checked less
frequently. For example, in one embodiment, the STT cache
is only checked if the current node is a non-leaf node. In yet
another embodiment, the STT cache may be checked only for
nodes that root an entire tree of the file hierarchy. FIG. 7 is a
flowchart illustrating the trace phase of an embodiment in
which the STT cache is only checked for root nodes.

Referring to FIG. 7, at step 700, a root is selected based on
a snapshot. At step 720, it is determined whether the STT
cache has an entry for the root. If the STT cache has an entry
for the root, and at step 722 it is determined that the sub-tree-
timestamp in the entry is greater than D, then control passes
back to step 700, and another root is chosen. In other words,
if the root of a tree has an entry in the STT cache that has a
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sub-tree-timestamp more recent than D, then the entire tree
below that root is skipped during the trace phase of the gar-
bage collection operation.

Otherwise, if the root has no entry in the STT cache, or the
sub-tree-timestamp for the entry is not after D, then the tree is
processed as previously described with respect to FIG. 5.
Specifically, steps 702, 704, 706, 708, 710, 712 and 714
define a touch-traversal operation that touches all chunks in
the tree, and stores cache entries for non-leaf nodes whenever
traversal of the entire sub-tree below the nodes has been
completed.

Reducing Snapshots

According to one embodiment, the amount of work
involved in generating snapshots is reduced through the use of
incremental snapshots. An incremental snapshot is a snapshot
that only includes name-to-chunk mappings that change since
the previous snapshot. For example, assume that at time T1,
the name stores has the following name-to-chunk mappings:

filel=>hash of chunk1

file2=>hash of chunk2

file3=>hash of chunk3

file4=>hash of chunk4

file5=>hash of chunk5

file6=>hash of chunk6

Thus, a full snapshot of the name store taken at time T1
would include those same mappings. Further assume that
between time T1 and a later time T2, the file2 and file5 are
updated. Consequently, at time T2, the current state of the
name store will be:

filel=>hash of chunk1

file2=>hash of chunk?7

file3=>hash of chunk3

file4=>hash of chunk4

file5=>hash of chunk8

file6=>hash of chunk6

However, rather than take a full snapshot of the file store at
time T2, an incremental snapshot is taken. The content of the
incremental snapshot would be:

file2=>hash of chunk?7

file5=>hash of chunk8

For the purpose of explanation, assume further that
between time T2 and time T3, file6 is modified such that the
incremental snapshot for time T3 is:

file6=>hash of chunk6

When incremental snapshots are used in this manner, the
current state of the name store at any given snapshot time may
be reconstructed based on full snapshot that precedes that
time, and all incremental snapshots up to and including that
time. For example, the state of the name store at time T2 may
be reconstructed by combining snapshot T2 and snapshot T1,
and the stat of the name store at time T3 may be reconstructed
by combining snapshots T3, T2 and T1.

When combining snapshots in this manner to reproduce the
state of the name store, if the same file appears in more than
one snapshot, the entry in the most recent of those snapshots
is used. For example, when combining snapshots T3, T2 and
T1, entries for “file2” and “file5S” appear in both snapshot T1
and snapshot T2. Since snapshot T2 is more recent than
snapshot T1, the entries in snapshot T2 are used. Similarly, an
entry for “file6” appears in both snapshot T3 and snapshot T1.
Since snapshot T3 is more recent than snapshot T1, the entry
for “file6” in T3 is used.

Snapshots may be combined in this manner to create the
snapshot upon which a garbage collection operation is based.
For example, assume that a garbage collection operation is
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going to collect garbage as of a time D that is between times
T2 and T3. Under these circumstances, the state of the name
store at time T3 must be used to perform the trace phase,
because times T1 and T2 are before time D. Under these
circumstances, snapshots T1, T2 and T3 may be combined to
create a full snapshot as of time T3, and that full snapshot may
be used to perform the trace phase of the garbage collection
operation.

According to one embodiment, after reconstructing the
state of the name store as of a particular time, the resulting full
snapshot may be saved as the snapshot for that time. For
example, after creating the full snapshot for time T3 by com-
bining the full snapshot of time T1 with the incremental
snapshots of times T2 and T3, the resulting full snapshot may
be saved as the snapshot for time T3.

By periodically creating new full snapshots, the number of
snapshots that need to be combined to reconstruct the state of
the name store is reduced. For example, assume that an incre-
mental snapshot is made at time T4, and that a subsequent
garbage collection operation is going to use the state of the
name store at T4 as the basis for a trace phase. Because a full
snapshot exists at time T3, the state of the name store may be
reconstructed based solely on the full snapshot at time T3, and
the incremental snapshot at time T4. If the full snapshot at
time T3 had not been created, the state of the name store at
time t4 would require combining the full snapshot of time T1
with incremental snapshots T2, T3, and T4.

Hardware Overview

According to one embodiment, the techniques described
herein are implemented by one or more special-purpose com-
puting devices. The special-purpose computing devices may
be hard-wired to perform the techniques, or may include
digital electronic devices such as one or more application-
specific integrated circuits (ASICs) or field programmable
gate arrays (FPGAs) that are persistently programmed to
perform the techniques, or may include one or more general
purpose hardware processors programmed to perform the
techniques pursuant to program instructions in firmware,
memory, other storage, or a combination. Such special-pur-
pose computing devices may also combine custom hard-
wired logic, ASICs, or FPGAs with custom programming to
accomplish the techniques. The special-purpose computing
devices may be desktop computer systems, portable com-
puter systems, handheld devices, networking devices or any
other device that incorporates hard-wired and/or program
logic to implement the techniques.

For example, FIG. 8 is a block diagram that illustrates a
computer system 800 upon which an embodiment of the
invention may be implemented. Computer system 800
includes a bus 802 or other communication mechanism for
communicating information, and a hardware processor 804
coupled with bus 802 for processing information. Hardware
processor 804 may be, for example, a general purpose micro-
processor.

Computer system 800 also includes a main memory 806,
such as a random access memory (RAM) or other dynamic
storage device, coupled to bus 802 for storing information and
instructions to be executed by processor 804. Main memory
806 also may be used for storing temporary variables or other
intermediate information during execution of instructions to
be executed by processor 804. Such instructions, when stored
in non-transitory storage media accessible to processor 804,
render computer system 800 into a special-purpose machine
that is customized to perform the operations specified in the
instructions.
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Computer system 800 further includes a read only memory
(ROM) 808 or other static storage device coupled to bus 802
for storing static information and instructions for processor
804. A storage device 810, such as a magnetic disk or optical
disk, is provided and coupled to bus 802 for storing informa-
tion and instructions.

Computer system 800 may be coupled via bus 802 to a
display 812, such as a cathode ray tube (CRT), for displaying
information to a computer user. An input device 814, includ-
ing alphanumeric and other keys, is coupled to bus 802 for
communicating information and command selections to pro-
cessor 804. Another type of user input device is cursor control
816, such as a mouse, a trackball, or cursor direction keys for
communicating direction information and command selec-
tions to processor 804 and for controlling cursor movement
ondisplay 812. This input device typically has two degrees of
freedom in two axes, a first axis (e.g., X) and a second axis
(e.g.,y), that allows the device to specify positions in a plane.

Computer system 800 may implement the techniques
described herein using customized hard-wired logic, one or
more ASICs or FPGAs, firmware and/or program logic which
in combination with the computer system causes or programs
computer system 800 to be a special-purpose machine.
According to one embodiment, the techniques herein are
performed by computer system 800 in response to processor
804 executing one or more sequences of one or more instruc-
tions contained in main memory 806. Such instructions may
be read into main memory 806 from another storage medium,
such as storage device 810. Execution of the sequences of
instructions contained in main memory 806 causes processor
804 to perform the process steps described herein. In alterna-
tive embodiments, hard-wired circuitry may be used in place
of or in combination with software instructions.

The term “storage media” as used herein refers to any
non-transitory media that store data and/or instructions that
cause a machine to operation in a specific fashion. Such
storage media may comprise non-volatile media and/or vola-
tile media. Non-volatile media includes, for example, optical
or magnetic disks, such as storage device 810. Volatile media
includes dynamic memory, such as main memory 806. Com-
mon forms of storage media include, for example, a floppy
disk, a flexible disk, hard disk, solid state drive, magnetic
tape, or any other magnetic data storage medium, a CD-ROM,
any other optical data storage medium, any physical medium
with patterns of holes, a RAM, a PROM, and EPROM, a
FLASH-EPROM, NVRAM, any other memory chip or car-
tridge.

Storage media is distinct from but may be used in conjunc-
tion with transmission media. Transmission media partici-
pates in transferring information between storage media. For
example, transmission media includes coaxial cables, copper
wire and fiber optics, including the wires that comprise bus
802. Transmission media can also take the form of acoustic or
light waves, such as those generated during radio-wave and
infra-red data communications.

Various forms of media may be involved in carrying one or
more sequences of one or more instructions to processor 804
for execution. For example, the instructions may initially be
carried on a magnetic disk or solid state drive of a remote
computer. The remote computer can load the instructions into
its dynamic memory and send the instructions over a tele-
phone line using a modem. A modem local to computer
system 800 can receive the data on the telephone line and use
an infra-red transmitter to convert the data to an infra-red
signal. Aninfra-red detector can receive the data carried in the
infra-red signal and appropriate circuitry can place the data
on bus 802. Bus 802 carries the data to main memory 806,
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from which processor 804 retrieves and executes the instruc-
tions. The instructions received by main memory 806 may
optionally be stored on storage device 810 either before or
after execution by processor 804.

Computer system 800 also includes a communication
interface 818 coupled to bus 802. Communication interface
818 provides a two-way data communication coupling to a
network link 820 that is connected to a local network 822. For
example, communication interface 818 may be an integrated
services digital network (ISDN) card, cable modem, satellite
modem, or a modem to provide a data communication con-
nection to a corresponding type of telephone line. As another
example, communication interface 818 may be a local area
network (LAN) card to provide a data communication con-
nection to a compatible LAN. Wireless links may also be
implemented. In any such implementation, communication
interface 818 sends and receives electrical, electromagnetic
or optical signals that carry digital data streams representing
various types of information.

Network link 820 typically provides data communication
through one or more networks to other data devices. For
example, network link 820 may provide a connection through
local network 822 to a host computer 824 or to data equip-
ment operated by an Internet Service Provider (ISP) 826. ISP
826 in turn provides data communication services through the
world wide packet data communication network now com-
monly referred to as the “Internet” 828. Local network 822
and Internet 828 both use electrical, electromagnetic or opti-
cal signals that carry digital data streams. The signals through
the various networks and the signals on network link 820 and
through communication interface 818, which carry the digital
data to and from computer system 800, are example forms of
transmission media.

Computer system 800 can send messages and receive data,
including program code, through the network(s), network
link 820 and communication interface 818. In the Internet
example, a server 830 might transmit a requested code for an
application program through Internet 828, ISP 826, local
network 822 and communication interface 818.

The received code may be executed by processor 804 as it
is received, and/or stored in storage device 810, or other
non-volatile storage for later execution.

In the foregoing specification, embodiments of the inven-
tion have been described with reference to numerous specific
details that may vary from implementation to implementa-
tion. The specification and drawings are, accordingly, to be
regarded in an illustrative rather than a restrictive sense. The
sole and exclusive indicator of the scope of the invention, and
what is intended by the applicants to be the scope of the
invention, is the literal and equivalent scope of the set of
claims that issue from this application, in the specific form in
which such claims issue, including any subsequent correc-
tion.

What is claimed is:

1. A method comprising:

implementing a hierarchical file system that supports
modifications using chunks stored in a content address-
able storage system, wherein at least a portion of the
chunks represents file content;

wherein making a modification in the hierarchical file sys-
tem comprises storing one or more new chunks in the
content addressable storage system that represent the
hierarchical file system structure after the modification;

performing a garbage collection operation that reclaims
stale chunks, within the content addressable storage sys-
tem, that no longer reflect a current state of the hierar-
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chical file system as of a first particular time due to one
or more modifications in the hierarchical file system;
wherein performing the garbage collection operation

includes:

during a trace phase of the garbage collection operation,
performing one or more recursive touch-traversal
operations to establish new last-touched timestamps
for chunks visited during the recursive touch-traversal
operations;

wherein each of the one or more recursive touch-tra-
versal operations is initiated at a distinct chunk that, as
of a second particular time that is later than the first
particular time, was a current root of a corresponding
tree within the hierarchical file system;

during the trace phase, determining whether to initiate a
particular recursive touch-traversal operation at a par-
ticular chunk, which was the current root of a particu-
lar tree within the hierarchical file system as of the
second particular time, based, at least in part, on a
sub-tree-timestamp maintained for the particular tree;

responsive to the sub-tree-timestamp of the particular
tree being before the first particular time, initiating the
particular recursive touch-traversal operation at the
particular chunk;

responsive to the sub-tree-timestamp of the particular
tree being after the first particular time, performing
the trace phase without initiating any recursive touch-
traversal operation at the particular chunk;

during a sweep phase, reclaiming chunks, within the
content addressable storage system, that have last-
touched timestamps that are before the first particular
time;

wherein the method is performed by one or more comput-

ing devices.

2. The method of claim 1 further comprising:

prior to performing the garbage collection operation, per-

forming a first recursive touch-traversal operation that
starts at the particular chunk;

in response to the first recursive touch-traversal operation

being completed for the particular tree, storing a cache
entry for the particular chunk;

wherein the cache entry indicates the last-touched times-

tamp assigned to the particular chunk during the first
recursive touch-traversal operation; and

wherein the step of determining whether to initiate the

particular recursive touch-traversal operation is based
on the last-touched timestamp indicated in the cache
entry.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein:

the cache entry is one of a plurality of cache entries in a

cache;

each cache entry, of the plurality of cache entries:

was added to the cache in response to a recursive touch-
traversal operation touching all chunks in a corre-
sponding tree or sub-tree of the hierarchical file sys-
tem;

identifies the chunk that is the root of the corresponding
tree of sub-tree; and

includes a sub-tree-timestamp that is the same as or
earlier than the last-touched timestamp of any chunk
of the corresponding tree or sub-tree.

4. The method of claim 2 wherein the first recursive touch-
traversal operation is a touch-traversal operation that is per-
formed pro-actively independent of any sweep phase opera-
tion.

5. The method of claim 4 wherein initiation of the first
recursive touch-traversal operation was triggered, at least in
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part, based on how much time had passed since performance
of a previous pro-actively performed touch-traversal opera-
tion.

6. The method of claim 4 wherein initiation of the first
recursive touch-traversal operation was triggered, at least in
part, based on system conditions.

7. The method of claim 1 further comprising:

maintaining file-to-chunk mappings for the hierarchical

file system in a name store;

creating a plurality of snapshots of the name store, wherein

each snapshot of the plurality of snapshots reflects the
name store at a distinct point in time;

selecting a particular snapshot, of the plurality of snap-

shots, that reflects the name store as of the second par-
ticular time; and

during the trace phase of the garbage collection operation,

using the particular snapshot to identify chunks that, as
of the second particular time, were current roots of cor-
responding trees within the hierarchical file system.

8. The method of claim 7 wherein:

the plurality of snapshots include one or more full snap-

shots and one or more incremental snapshots; and

the method further comprises creating the particular snap-

shot by combining a full snapshot with at least one
incremental snapshot made subsequent to the full snap-
shot.

9. The method of claim 1 wherein at least one chunk
belongs to multiple distinct trees within the hierarchical file
system.

10. A method comprising:

implementing a hierarchical file system that supports

modifications using chunks stored in a content address-
able storage system, wherein at least a portion of the
chunks represents file content;
wherein making a modification in the hierarchical the sys-
tem comprises storing one or more new chunks in the
content addressable storage system that represent the
hierarchical file system structure after the modification;

maintaining file-to-chunk mappings for the hierarchical
file system in a name store;

creating a plurality of snapshots of the name store, wherein

each snapshot of the plurality of snapshots reflects the
name store at a distinct point in time;

performing a garbage collection operation that reclaims

stale chunks, within the content addressable storage sys-

tem, that no longer reflect a current state of the hierar-

chical file system as of a first particular time due to one

or more modifications in the hierarchical file system;

wherein performing the garbage collection operation

includes:

selecting a particular snapshot, of the plurality of snap-
shots, that reflects the name store as of a second par-
ticular time that is after the first particular time;

during a trace phase of the garbage collection operation,
using the particular snapshot to identity chunks that,
as of the second particular time, were current roots of
corresponding trees within the hierarchical file sys-
tem;

during the trace phase of the garbage collection opera-
tion, performing one or more recursive touch-tra-
versal operations to establish new last-touched times-
tamps for chunks visited during the recursive touch-
traversal operations;

wherein each of the one or more recursive touch-tra-
versal operations is initiated at a distinct chunk iden-
tified using the particular snapshot;
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during a sweep phase, reclaiming chunks, within the
content addressable storage system, that have last-
touched timestamps that are before the first particular
time;

wherein the method is performed by one or more comput-

ing devices.

11. The method of claim 10 wherein:

the plurality of snapshots include one or more full snap-

shots and one or more incremental snapshots;

the method further comprises creating the particular snap-

shot by combining a full snapshot with at least one
incremental snapshot made subsequent to the full snap-
shot; and

the atleast one incremental snapshot includes an incremen-

tal snapshot associated with the second particular time.

12. The method of claim 10 further comprising allowing
updates to be made to the hierarchical file system during the
trace phase.

13. One or more non-transitory computer-readable media
storing instructions which, when executed by one or more
processors, cause the one or more processors to perform a
method comprising the steps of:

implementing a hierarchical file system that supports

modifications using chunks stored in a content address-
able storage system, wherein at least a portion of the
chunks represents file content;

wherein making a modification in the hierarchical file sys-

tem comprises storing one or more new chunks in the

content addressable storage system that represent the

hierarchical file system structure after the modification;

performing a garbage collection operation that reclaims

stale chunks, within the content addressable storage sys-

tem, that no longer reflect a current state of the hierar-

chical file system as of a first particular time due to one

or more modifications in the hierarchical file system;

wherein performing the garbage collection operation

includes:

during a trace phase of the garbage collection operation,
performing one or more recursive touch-traversal
operations to establish new last-touched timestamps
for chunks visited during the recursive touch-traversal
operations;

wherein each of the one or more recursive touch-tra-
versal operations is initiated at a distinct chunk that, as
of a second particular time that is later than the first
particular time, was a current root of a corresponding
tree within the hierarchical file system;

during the trace phase, determining whether to initiate a
particular recursive touch-traversal operation at a par-
ticular chunk, which was the current root of a particu-
lar tree within the hierarchical file system as of the
second particular time, based, at least in part, on a
sub-tree-timestamp maintained for the particular tree;

responsive to the sub-tree-timestamp of the particular
tree being before the first particular time, initiating the
particular recursive touch-traversal operation at the
particular chunk;

responsive to the sub-tree-timestamp of the particular
tree being after the first particular time, performing
the trace phase without initiating any recursive touch-
traversal operation at the particular chunk;

during a sweep phase, reclaiming chunks, within the
content addressable storage system, that have last-
touched timestamps that are before the first particular
time.

14. The one or more non-transitory computer-readable
media of claim 13, wherein the method further comprises:

20

prior to performing the garbage collection operation, per-
forming a first recursive touch-traversal operation that
starts at the particular chunk;
in response to the first recursive touch-traversal operation
5 being completed for the particular tree, storing a cache
entry for the particular chunk;
wherein the cache entry indicates the last-touched times-
tamp assigned to the particular chunk during the first
recursive touch-traversal operation; and

wherein the step of determining whether to initiate the

particular recursive touch-traversal operation is based
on the last-touched timestamp indicated in the cache
entry.

15. The one or more non-transitory computer-readable
media of claim 14, wherein:

the cache entry is one of a plurality of cache entries in a

cache;

each cache entry, of the plurality of cache entries:

was added to the cache in response to a recursive touch-
traversal operation touching all chunks in a corre-
sponding tree or sub-tree of the hierarchical file sys-
tem;

identifies the chunk that is the root of the corresponding
tree of sub-tree; and

includes a sub-tree-timestamp that is the same as or
earlier than the last-touched timestamp of any chunk
of the corresponding tree or sub-tree.

16. The one or more non-transitory computer-readable
media of claim 14 wherein the first recursive touch-traversal
operation is a touch-traversal operation that is performed
pro-actively independent of any sweep phase operation.

17. The one or more non-transitory computer-readable
media of claim 16 wherein initiation of the first recursive
touch-traversal operation was triggered, at least in part, based
on how much time had passed since performance of a previ-
ous pro-actively performed touch-traversal operation.

18. The one or more non-transitory computer-readable
media of claim 16 wherein initiation of the first recursive
touch-traversal operation was triggered, at least in part, based
on system conditions.

19. The one or more non-transitory computer-readable
media of claim 13 wherein the method further comprises:

maintaining file-to-chunk mappings for the hierarchical

file system in a name store;

creating a plurality of snapshots of the name store, wherein

each snapshot of the plurality of snapshots reflects the
name store at a distinct point in time;

selecting a particular snapshot, of the plurality of snap-

shots, that reflects the name store as of the second par-
ticular time; and

during the trace phase of the garbage collection operation,

using the particular snapshot to identify chunks that, as
of the second particular time, were current roots of cor-
responding trees within the hierarchical file system.

20. The one or more non-transitory computer-readable
media of claim 19 wherein:

the plurality of snapshots include one or more full snap-

shots and one or more incremental snapshots; and

the method further comprises creating the particular snap-

shot by combining a full snapshot with at least one
incremental snapshot made subsequent to the full snap-
shot.

21. One or more non-transitory computer-readable media
storing instructions which, when executed by one or more
processors, cause the one or more processors to perform a
method comprising the steps of:
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implementing a hierarchical file system that supports
modifications using chunks stored in a content address-
able storage system, wherein at least a portion of the
chunks represents file content;
wherein making a modification in the hierarchical file sys-
tem comprises storing one or more new chunks in the
content addressable storage system that represent the
hierarchical file system structure after the modification;
maintaining file-to-chunk mappings for the hierarchical
file system in a name store;
creating a plurality of snapshots of the name store, wherein
each snapshot of the plurality of snapshots reflects the
name store at a distinct point in time;
performing a garbage collection operation that reclaims
stale chunks, within the content addressable storage sys-
tem, that no longer reflect a current state of the hierar-
chical file system as of a first particular time due to one
or more modifications in the hierarchical file system;
wherein performing the garbage collection operation
includes:
selecting a particular snapshot, of the plurality of snap-
shots, that reflects the name store as of a second par-
ticular time that is after the first particular time;
during a trace phase of the garbage collection operation,
using the particular snapshot to identity chunks that,
as of the second particular time, were current roots of
corresponding trees within the hierarchical file sys-
tem;
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during the trace phase of the garbage collection opera-
tion, performing one or more recursive touch-tra-
versal operations to establish new last-touched times-
tamps for chunks visited during the recursive touch-
traversal operations;
wherein each of the one or more recursive touch-tra-
versal operations is initiated at a distinct chunk iden-
tified using the particular snapshot; and
during a sweep phase, reclaiming chunks, within the
content addressable storage system, that have last-
touched timestamps that are before the first particular
time.
22. The one or more non-transitory computer-readable
media of claim 21 wherein:
the plurality of snapshots include one or more full snap-
shots and one or more incremental snapshots;
the method further comprises creating the particular snap-
shot by combining a full snapshot with at least one
incremental snapshot made subsequent to the full snap-
shot; and
the at least one incremental snapshot includes an incremen-
tal snapshot associated with the second particular time.
23. The one or more non-transitory computer-readable
media of claim 21 wherein the method further comprises
allowing updates to be made to the hierarchical file system
during the trace phase.
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